Abstract
The first meeting
John's physician asked for a consultation with Mireille. He thought that John was having difficulty dealing with his current situation. Upon checking his medical file, Mireille learned that John has advanced-phase lymphoma. He has been given two series of treatments which, unfortunately, did not produce the expected results. For their first meeting, Mireille's objectives were to clarify her role and to identify John's expectations. As she has training in the systemic approach, she also wanted to know his family.
In John's room, the first contact is warm. John seems relieved that a new chemotherapy protocol is being attempted. He had been afraid that the doctors would be unwilling to offer him another type of treatment after the preceding ones resulted in poor outcomes. "I am not used to giving up half way through," he confides. "This is a new challenge for me."
To address John's family context, Mireille offers to develop its genogram which is presented in Figure One . According to Wright and Leahey (1994) , constructing a graphic representation of the family facilitates discussions about the family members' attachments and roles.
John is 35 years old. He has been separated for five years. His exwife Justine is 34 and she has custody of their two children Amélie, 10 and Bruno, six. There are very strong ties between Amélie and her father that go back to her birth, as John was completing his Master's degree then and was spending countless hours at home.
Bruno's birth, however, took place in a different context. John had just secured his job as an accountant and was spending long hours at the office. Justine was complaining a lot about John's continuous absence, and she was hoping that the news of her second pregnancy would help John return to a more regular schedule. A few months after Bruno's birth, Justine announced that she was leaving John.
Both of John's parents are still alive. His father Réal, 63, is an insurance broker. John described him as a man who does not talk much, who is rather Nurses trained in the systemic approach can utilize an intervention model developed by two of their colleagues, Lorraine Wright and Maureen Leahey (1994) . They conceptualized two models, the Calgary Family Assessment Model (CFAM) and Calgary Family Intervention Model (CFIM), based on systems, cybernetics, and communication theoretical foundations and the works of the Milan school of systemic family therapy.
Wright and Leahey stress that therapeutic conversations between family and caregivers must be guided by three principles: generation of hypotheses, circularity, and neutrality: • Systemic hypotheses, i.e. suppositions one accepts in order to approach and guide an investigation and that are meant to be either confirmed or refuted, constitute interventions in themselves, according to Duhamel (1995) .
• The principle of circularity refers to the process of feedback between the family members, and between them and the nurse. It describes the loop, the shuttling motion between the questions and responses of all the individuals taking part in the interview.
• The principle of neutrality refers to the fairness which the nurse must display in her interventions with a family. Wright states that "the interviewer should be allied with everyone and no one at the same time," this attitude has also been called curiosity.
doi:10.5737/1181912x1026468 CONJ: 10/2/00 RCSIO: 10/2/00 distant with his children, and pays little attention to Henriette, John's mother. This 60-year-old homemaker has always been the archetypal mother for John. According to him, the mother-son bond is characterized by its human warmth, and sometimes it makes Réal jealous. John is the second of three children. Michelle, his older sister is 38 and has been married to Daniel for 10 years; they have two children, Marie-Eve, seven and Alexandre, four. Jocelyne who is 32 and single has been living in the Gaspésie region for 12 years. Jocelyne runs a small bed and breakfast there and paints in her free time.
John's family is in the third stage of the family life cycle; a family with schoolchildren. According to Wright and Leahey (1994) , the main tasks connected with this life stage are socialization and education of the children, and individuation of the adults. By identifying where a family is in the cycle, health professionals gain a better understanding of the tasks required in daily living and the degree of availability of some members. The type of attachment represents another significant aspect of the family structure analysis. Thus, Amélie who enjoys a preferential bond with John, will need special attention.
The current grieving experience is influenced by previous losses. How John and Justine's break-up was resolved yields some clues as to the family's coping skills. Mireille asks John how his divorce had gone:
[ Mireille believed that this paradox revealed John's awareness given the relentless progression of the disease. According to her, this consciousness-raising appeared to be generative for John. It should promote the transition to his new reality as a person. Various authors have mentioned this transition-facilitating ambivalence (e.g. KublerRoss, 1969; Montbourquette, 1984) .
Mireille concluded her interview with John by outlining the strengths she had observed in him. Wright and Leahey (1994) advise commending the resources the concerned family and individuals already possess as a type of intervention that helps change the perception family members have of themselves and increases the confidence a family has in its own abilities. Given this situation, Mireille believed that, despite the polarized vision he has of his family situation, John displayed a sensitivity that makes him more susceptible to reframing his personal story.
The second meeting
Mireille chose to highlight some significant facts that, from her perspective, would help her intervention with John's family of origin. Here are the hypotheses she selected: • John has taken on the role of protector in order to avoid real or imaginary conflicts.
• One of John's dominant beliefs is that he has to compartmentalize to evade issues. Does this belief originate with his family? (White or black, yes or no).
• It was not a deliberate choice on Réal's part to be absent from the family picture. He has fulfilled the role that was expected of him. Perhaps he has changed his mind. Despite the conclusions she had drawn from her first meeting with John, Mireille knew that some of the statements made by other family members would lead her to explore new avenues. She needed to trust her intuition and her own ability to deal with the unexpected. Mireille thanked John's family for agreeing to participate in the interview and stressed that their presence demonstrated the importance they all attached to the current situation. Mireille pointed out that her role would consist of facilitating the discussion among family members.
She starts the meeting by asking them: "What is important to each of you, at the present time?"
Michelle opens the discussion right away by saying that on that day it is important to discuss John's deteriorating health status. She states that her family did not seem to grasp the seriousness of the situation.
[Mireille] In your opinion, who has the most difficulty dealing with the seriousness of the situation? Wright and Leahey (cited in Duhamel, 1995) call this type of questions "interventive questions." This type of systemic questioning explores differences between individuals. Other systemic questions examine differences regarding beliefs and feelings. They help create connections between the behaviour of a family member and the health issues. They also can help deal with reactions to behaviours. They can be dyadic or triadic, as well as hypothetical and/or future-oriented.
[ Henriette intervenes by playing down the situation. She thinks that John will quickly get better after returning home and that it will help him to recover.
John interrupts his mother by stating that he will go to his parents for a few months. He adds that his decision was not subject to review and that in the hospital he would get nothing more than at home.
Mireille wonders whether by returning to his parents John wants to end a part of his own story and complete his separation from his family of origin. She asks him, "Is your return to your parents going to help you experience things differently?"
[John] What do you mean by that? I simply think that it will be easier for everyone that way.
[Mireille] Do other family members think like John that it will be easier for all concerned if he returned home to his parents? Réal shyly explains to his daughters that he has taken certain steps to obtain the services of a home care nurse and a hospital bed. He states that he will be home more often and that he wants John to live at his house for the next few months. John remains silent but lets out a long sigh. Then he adds:
[ Mireille observed that John's comment shook the structure of his family, as if he were preparing them for the upcoming changes. According to her, John's statement bridged the gap between his own personal grieving and the grieving his family members will need to do. She noted that John's message marked a special point in his own development.
A number of authors have identified the concept of transition during the palliative phase where family members affected by the upcoming death of one of their own must go through several "steps" before they recognize their new reality as a family. The "fading away" concept is widely described in the literature by Davies, Reimer, and Martens (1991) .
Mireille took a few minutes to share that information with John's family. She told them that other families had also talked of a serious, but temporary disruption. Families must invent new ways of functioning and must discover the means to succeed.
Mireille now wanted to explore the functioning of John's own family. To achieve this objective, she uses the framework by Wright and Leahey (1994) Through her questions, Mireille wanted to give a voice to Réal. Mireille knew that it was hard for John to recognize his father's strengths and abilities as he had adopted the role of protector in the past.
Mireille brought to John and his family's attention that, as a family, they appeared to have difficulty believing that two different views can be acceptable. John and Réal had both been by Henriette's side in difficult situations. She reflected on her observation that a few of the situations discussed during the meeting would lead her to think that the family allowed little room for any shades of grey. John's answer was a perfect illustration of his beliefs. Beliefs are perceptions and statements the individual adheres to and that clearly indicate who he or she is. They determine the individual's perception when faced with a particular situation and guide his or her actions or interventions in the situation (Wright, Watson, & Bell,1996) . Duhamel (1995) states that some beliefs are constraining and limit the family members' ability to solve their adjustment problems with illness. On the contrary, other beliefs can be generative and help the family develop solutions for their difficulties. 
The third meeting
John had asked that the next meeting involve his ex-wife Justine and their two children Amélie and Bruno. John insisted on clarifying his expectations to Mireille for this important meeting. With her help, he named the following objectives:
• State and demonstrate that he was transferring his parental responsibility on to Justine.
• Hope that Justine would present an open attitude to her ability to shoulder leadership with her two children.
• Offer the children an opportunity to express their feelings in the light of their father's possible death.
Justine and John talked on the phone to discuss the children's future, John's wishes for the future, and the pain he felt at being absent and not sharing their daily lives while still alive. Together, they talked about the upcoming meeting and decided they would show the children that although separated they still continued to be their parents.
Mireille spends a few minutes with John and Justine before introducing the children. "What did you decide regarding the meeting with the children?"
[
Justine] I want Amélie and Bruno to talk to John about his illness. I would also like John to explain to them what is happening to him and what we can expect. I think that the time has come to bid him farewell. I am so afraid that it will be too hard for them.
Mireille understands that this apprehension is difficult for the parents. She thinks that it is important to give the children the opportunity to talk about their fears so they can start grieving. Any child going through the loss of a significant other needs to be heard, listened to, and understood.
[ Mireille realized that the age of the children influenced how they understood the situation. Amélie was at an age where she could understand the current process if simple words were used to explain things. To Bruno however, the concepts of death and loss were still abstract, so certain analogies may promote his understanding. Throughout the meeting, Mireille makes sure she adapts her questions to the children's ages. She knows today's situation is delicate and she is careful with the terms she uses and the emotions communicated. "What is different since your dad has been ill and had to come often to the hospital?"
[ These intense emotions were difficult for all involved. Mireille thought several significant messages had been communicated. She chose not to extend the meeting with further questions but agreed to participate in a fun photo session. Children of Amélie and Bruno's age often find it difficult to express their feelings in words. Games, pictures, and other media can enrich the information collected by professionals.
Mireille left John's room after checking with them if she could let them live these moments as a family. Mireille returned to her office and took a few minutes to centre herself before continuing with other activities. She believed that this extremely moving meeting answered John and Justine's expectations.
The fourth meeting
Mireille prepared for the last meeting. Her objectives were to check John's feelings regarding letting go and to help him verbalize his detachment from his nuclear family and family of origin.
Mireille goes to the care unit. On arriving at her office, Mireille realized how overwhelming the emotions were for her. Firstly, the strength she felt in John, in spite of his physical condition. Then, his courage in coming to terms with the end of his life. Lastly, she recognized once again that, in a therapeutic relationship, her capacity to give was only equal to what she was receiving in return.
Epilogue
John died peacefully seven days after the last meeting. Réal and Henriette were by his side as was Justine. Mireille has not heard from Amélie and Bruno since, but Justine mentioned her intention to follow up on John's wishes after his death. Justine also told Mireille that she planned to give his letters to the children when they reached adolescence, so that they could appreciate their content.
Conclusion
In its own way, John's story illustrates how important it is to intervene with the whole family. Both his family of origin and his nuclear family were transformed by John's illness. Meetings arranged with family members provide a unique opportunity to open a dialogue. Based on the authors' experiences, families deeply wish for these discussion forums. Professionals with systemic-approach training facilitate these therapeutic conversations with the family. Often, families possess all the information they need to cope with various life situations, but they need ad hoc assistance to rediscover their own resources. Professionals call on their own curiosity and neutrality to promote exploration of other avenues or hypotheses that may shake the family members' beliefs. Thus, family members can increase their coping strategies in the face of the unavoidable changes that affect everyone's lives.
